
  

Before the 
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION 

Washington, D.C.  20554 

In the Matter of: 

Broadcast Localism 

 
        MB Docket No. 04-233 
 

 

SUPPLEMENTAL COMMENTS OF BELO CORP.  
IN RESPONSE TO THE LEAR CENTER STUDY 

 Belo Corp. (“Belo”) hereby submits these comments to supplement its comments of 

November 1, 2004 and January 3, 2005 and to respond to the Lear Center Local News Archive’s 

“Local News Coverage of the 2004 Campaign:  An Analysis of Nightly Broadcasts in 11 

Markets” (the “Lear Center Study” or “Study”).1 

 The Lear Center Study, which has been cited as a basis for criticism of both the quantity 

and quality of local political campaign coverage by the broadcast media,2 examined the pre-

election coverage of network-affiliated television stations in eleven major markets during the 

evening hours (5:00 p.m. through 11:30 p.m.) for the 29-day period from October 4 to November 

1, 2004.  Belo submits, however, that the Study does not provide a full or fair picture of the pre-

election coverage offered by the stations involved.  Specifically, the Study fails to take into 

account broadcasters’ full slate of political newscasts and other election-related programming 

and, at least in the case of the two Belo stations included, significantly understates the amount of 

                                                 
1 See Broadcast Localism, The Lear Center Local News Archive, “Local News Coverage of the 2004 Campaigns:  
An Analysis of Nightly Broadcasts in 11 Markets,” MB Docket No. 04-233 (Feb. 7, 2005). 

2 See, e.g., Statement of Comm’r Jonathan Adelstein, Feb. 15, 2005; Senator McCain Introduces Broadcasting 
Reform Legislation, Feb. 15, 2005, at 
http://mccain.senate.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=Newscenter.ViewPressRelease&Content_id=1523. 
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candidate-centered programming revealed by Belo’s internal analysis of its stations’ political 

coverage.  Interestingly, the Lear Center has repeatedly praised the Belo affiliates that were 

included in this study, WFAA-TV in Dallas, Texas and KING-TV in Seattle, Washington, 

awarding them its prestigious Walter Cronkite Awards for Excellence in Television Political 

Journalism.  Given the obvious methodological shortcomings and other limitations of the Study, 

and considering the extensive information already submitted for the record in this proceeding by 

Belo and other parties concerning broadcasters’ attention to local concerns,3 Belo submits that 

the Study should not be accorded any decisional significance.  Certainly, the Lear Center Study 

does not provide a basis for the imposition on broadcasters of mandatory quantitative content 

requirements relating to political coverage or any other subject. 

 Although its sponsors state that it used “sophisticated market-based media server 

technology” to record, analyze, and code news programming, the Lear Center Study captures 

only a limited segment of election-related programming and apparently does not consider 

morning and daytime programming, which constitute a significant portion of local stations’ 

newscasts.  Indeed, most local stations, including Belo’s network affiliates, air hours of news in 

early morning and lunchtime telecasts.  In addition, much Sunday daytime programming is 

politically focused, regardless of whether an election is near.  Belo’s KING-TV, for example, 

supplements the national Sunday morning political shows with its own Sunday afternoon 

political program that aired debates among candidates for Congress and Washington state 

Attorney General, as well as other issue-oriented programming.4  The Lear Center Study, 

                                                 
3 Belo, for example, submitted the results of its internal study of non-entertainment programming, which confirmed 
that Belo’s major network-affiliated stations broadcast an average of 65 hours of non-entertainment programming 
per week, most of which consisted of newscasts and other news and informational programming.  See Broadcast 
Localism, Comments of Belo Corp. to Notice of Inquiry, MB Docket No. 04-233 (Nov. 1, 2004), at 4-5. 

4 See Letter from KING-TV to Kaplan, Goldstein, and Hale of 2/17/05, at 1 (Ex. 1). 
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however, does not account for any of these broadcasts, instead limiting its research to nightly 

news broadcasts aired between 5:00 p.m. and 11:30 p.m.5 

 Even for the periods it does analyze, the Study’s figures are inconsistent with the amount 

of political programming revealed by Belo’s internal analysis of its stations’ political coverage.  

For example, on October 13, 2004, KING-TV aired a prime time debate between two candidates 

for governor that does not appear in the Study.  A number of other political programs also are not 

included.6  More significantly, the Study apparently overlooks Belo’s “It’s Your Time” initiative, 

which produced a series of unedited statements totaling five minutes each for local candidates.7  

The Study acknowledges only 23 minutes of “free air time” outside of regular newscasts.  

Between WFAA-TV and KING-TV, the two Belo affiliates that the Lear Center scrutinized, 

however, thirty-six candidates participated in “It’s Your Time” between September 21 and 

Election Day in 2005.  These two stations alone gave away 180 minutes of free air time for local 

political candidates to speak to their constituencies, but the Lear Center Study does not reflect 

these efforts.  Regardless of whether the Center’s methodology and limited time frame or 

inadvertent oversight led to this result, the Study clearly understates how much political coverage 

                                                 
5 The Lear Center Study apparently limited the broadcasts it studied in accordance with statements of The Advisory 
Commission on Public Interest Obligations of Broadcasters in the Digital Age (“The Gore Commission”), which 
recommended that time frame for measuring the industry’s voluntary public interest obligations.  The Gore 
Commission, however, did not consider the issue of regular news coverage of political campaigns.  Rather, it wanted 
stations to expand the amount of “candidate-centered political discourse” by implementing 5-minute daily segments.  
With this goal in mind, the Commission had no reason to include daytime Sunday broadcasting, which already 
included such programming, or other programming outside the selected time periods. 

6 See Letter from KING-TV to Kaplan, Goldstein, and Hale of 2/17/05, at 2 (Ex. 1) (noting the exclusion of, inter 
alia, (1) a three-minute piece with excerpts from the Attorney General debate on October 9, 2004; (2) a story on 
October 20, 2004 about the re-election of a Washington Supreme Court justice facing opposition from families of 
murder victims; (3) any of the several stories on state Initiative 892, which proposed expansion of slot machines; 
and (4) one-third of KING-TV’s locally produced Ad-Watches). 

7 For a fuller discussion of “It’s Your Time,” see Broadcast Localism, Comments of Belo Corp. to Notice of Inquiry, 
MB Docket No. 04-233 (Nov. 1, 2004), at 9; Broadcast Localism, Further Comments of Belo Corp. to Notice of 
Inquiry, MB Docket No. 04-233 (Jan. 3, 2004), at 2. 
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Belo’s stations aired.  It may be assumed that similar shortfalls would be found in the Lear 

Center’s analysis of other stations’ efforts.  

 Recently, the Lear Center announced that for the second consecutive year, both WFAA-

TV and KING-TV deserved Walter Cronkite Awards for Excellence in Political Television 

Journalism.  In announcing the Awards, the USC Annenberg School of Communication, which 

sponsors both the Lear Center and the award, stated: 

WFAA won a second consecutive Cronkite Award for its 
‘continuing commitment to expose political issues and candidates 
to viewers.’  WFAA covered both the local and national aspects of 
the 2004 races, and it created a unique partnership with another 
station in the market to provide free air time for candidates.8 

Similarly, the School praised Robert Mak and Mike Cate, a reporter and producer, respectively, 

at KING-TV for their “thorough and balanced coverage, good writing, and excellent reporting 

and producing.”9  These observations quite clearly belie the findings of the Lear Center Study.  

Stations such as WFAA-TV and KING-TV win awards not because they are motivated by 

government micromanagement, but instead because of their journalistic integrity and the drive to 

distinguish themselves from the competition.  This drive translates directly into high ratings and 

profitable operations, proving that the marketplace provides the best framework for furthering 

the goals of localism.10 

                                                 
8 USC Annenberg Announces Winners of the Walter Cronkite Award for Excellence in Television Political 
Journalism, March 9, 2005 at http://ascweb.usc.edu/asc.php?pageID=388&storyID=65 (Ex. 2). 

9 Id.  KING-TV has actually won a Cronkite Award for three straight years, and this year won an Edward R. 
Murrow Award in its region for “overall excellence.” 

10 In fact, according to an October 2004 Wirthlin Worldwide poll, nearly 9 out of 10 registered voters thought local 
broadcasters spent “about the right amount” of time or “too much time” covering elections.  See Broadcast 
Localism, Comments of Nat’l Ass’n of Broadcasters to Notice of Inquiry, MB Docket No. 04-233 (Nov. 1, 2004), at 
50. 
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 Given the limited focus of the Lear Center Study, its understated results, and its sponsors’ 

recent praise of some of the very stations that were the subject of the Study, the Lear Center’s 

findings hardly justify the agitated reactions they initially evoked.  Further, the Commission 

plainly should not rely upon the Study as a basis for burdening broadcasters with unnecessary 

additional regulations such as quantitative content requirements.  Such regulations would only 

serve to increase the cost of complying with one-size-fits-all governmental oversight and 

minimize stations’ flexibility to attract viewers and provide programming that is responsive to 

the community’s real interests and concerns. 
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